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The Systems Theory Framework of career development: Applications to career counselling 
and career assessment 
 
Abstract 
Since its inception, the Systems Theory Framework (STF) of career development has 
afforded ready translation into practice, especially into career counselling and qualitative 
career assessment. Through its clearly articulated constructs and the clarity of its 
diagrammatic representation, the STF has facilitated the development of qualitative career 
assessment instruments as well as a quantitative measure. This article briefly overviews these 
practical applications of the STF as well as its application in career counselling through a 
story telling approach. The article concludes by offering a synthesis of and considering future 
directions for the STF’s practical applications.  
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The Systems Theory Framework of career development:  
Applications to career counselling and career assessment 
 
The utility of the metatheoretical Systems Theory Framework (STF; McMahon & Patton, 
1995; Patton & McMahon, 1999, 2006, 2014) of career development since its early 
formulation as a contextual framework (McMahon, 1992) has been well positioned to address 
concerns about a “serious career theory-practice rift” (Savickas & Lent, 1994, p. 270) that 
was identified in the convergence debate of the early 1990s because career theory did not 
easily translate into career counselling practice. Through its core constructs and the clarity of 
its diagrammatic representation of the complexity of career development, the STF provides a 
firm foundation for its application to practice. Indeed, in the 1995 original publication of the 
STF, McMahon and Patton commented that  
the complexity of career development is simplified by the map of the systems theory 
framework, which guides the practitioners, while the detail and reality of the map is 
provided by the individual client. This paves the way for constructivist approaches in 
career counselling, whereby the client is facilitated through the telling of their own 
story or constructing their own reality (p. 20).  
This prophetic statement has indeed been realised through the application of the STF in 
career counselling and in career assessment which is the focus of this article. Moreover, the 
STF of career development was one of the first theoretical formulations founded on a 
constructivist philosophy to consider its application to practice through constructivist 
methods such as narrative approaches to career counselling which are now widely promoted. 
Thus, over a twenty year period, the STF of career development has been at the forefront of 
recent trends in the integration of career theory and practice.  
This article considers the application of the STF in career counselling and in career 
assessment through the map of the Systems Theory Framework of career development. First, 
the article describes the translation of the STF into practice. Second, a brief overview of the 
practical applications of the STF is provided and cultural context is considered. Finally, a 
synthesis of the STF’s practical applications is provided and future directions for the STF are 
considered. 
Moving from Theory to Practice 
From the inception of the STF in McMahon’s (1992) contextual framework, its application to 
practice has been paramount. In particular, McMahon presented examples of genograms, 
social atoms, sociodrama, structured peer interviews and adolescent-parent interviews based 
on her contextual framework. Further, in her structured interviews, McMahon emphasised the 
content and process of career development through a range of questions primarily prefaced 
by ‘what’, ‘who’ or ‘how’. Essentially, the ‘what’ and ‘who’ questions focused on the content 
of career development and the ‘how’ questions emphasised the process of career 
development.  
Subsequent to the publication of the first theoretical statement of the STF (McMahon 
& Patton, 1995), practice applications from a systems theory perspective were considered in 
an edited text (Patton & McMahon, 1997). Through the lens of the STF, the career 
development of individuals from Australian Aboriginal (Sarra, 1997), rural (Collett, 1997), 
and low socioeconomic backgrounds (Taylor, 1997) was considered as well as that of women 
(Patton, 1997b), Chinese students (Back, 1997), gay men and lesbians, people with 
disabilities and gifted adolescents (Patton, 1997a). Career development in changing 
organisations was conceptualised from an STF perspective (Dunn, 1997) as were the 
traditional career development practices of career education (McMahon, 1997a) and career 
counselling (McMahon & Hyndman, 1997), computer assisted career counselling (Denham, 
1997) and the training and supervision of career counsellors (McMahon, 1997b). In applying 
the STF to multicultural career counselling, Lim (1997) concluded the STF was valuable for 
use with clients of diverse cultural backgrounds. Thus, this first text based on the STF 
illustrated its strengths in theory-practice integration, specifically: its ‘individual in context’ 
focus which underscores its context resonance with clients of diverse backgrounds and in 
diverse settings (McMahon, Watson, & Patton, 2014); its versatility as a tool for 
conceptualising and mapping practices such as career education (e.g., the school system [see 
Figure 1]) and career counselling (e.g., the therapeutic system [see Figure 2]) ; and the ease 
with which practical applications founded in the STF may be developed (e.g., the use of 
guided reflection of career development over time, family genograms, and the personal and 
professional development of career counsellors). 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
The publication in 1999 of the first international text on the STF (Patton & McMahon, 
1999) further conceptualised its integration into practice by positioning career development 
learning as central to its practical application, with the authors discussing learning in relation 
to career counselling, career education, and training and supervision. Based on constructivist 
learning principles, enacted through experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984), Patton and 
McMahon positioned individuals as learners, who through their interactions and experiences 
with influences from their social and environmental-societal systems, construct knowledge. 
Thus, in terms of practice, clients and career development practitioners (e.g., career 
counsellors and career teachers) are positioned as learners. In addition, career development 
practitioners are positioned as learning facilitators of processes that “generate learning 
experiences for clients” (Krumboltz, 1996, p. 75) and “facilitate the learning of skills, 
interests, beliefs, values, work habits, and personal qualities that enable each client to create a 
satisfying life within a constantly changing work environment” (Krumboltz, p. 61).    
Learning has long been central to career practice although it has been afforded 
varying levels of explicit attention by career theories and in texts on career practice. For 
example, Super (1990) referred to learning as the cement that glued together the ‘blocks’ of 
his Archway Model of personal and situational determinants without actually explaining how 
learning was understood or enacted in his theory. By contrast the Social Learning Theory of 
Career Decision Making (Krumboltz, 1996) and the career-learning theory (Law, 1996) 
position learning centrally at both the theory and practice levels. A strength of the STF has 
been its longstanding emphasis on learning in relation to practice, in particular learning 
processes emanating from constructivism and exemplified in experiential learning. In 
essence, experiential learning theory considers that learning is a holistic continuous process 
emanating from the experiences of individuals as they interact with and adapt to the 
contextual influences they encounter through which knowledge is created (Kolb, 1984). 
 Described by McMahon and Patton (2006) as a “conceptual and practical map for 
career counsellors” (p. 94) that encourages clients to “relate the details and reality of their 
own maps through the telling of their career stories” (p. 97), the STF through its theoretical 
constructs lends itself readily to practice. In considering the application of the STF to career 
counselling, McMahon (2005) identified conceptual understandings and practical 
considerations that are foundational to practice. At a conceptual level, the individual, 
systemic thinking, recursiveness and story are central. Essentially, these conceptual 
understandings encourage career counsellors to consider clients in the contexts of their 
complex dynamic recursive relationships with their systems of influence which are accounted 
for by the stories clients tell. Thus clients are encouraged to think systemically about their 
careers and to identify themes and patterns located within and between stories. At a more 
practical level, facilitating connectedness, the use of story and the counselling relationship are 
fundamental. Connectedness is a multi-levelled construct that is best depicted through the 
STF representation of the counselling relationship as a therapeutic system (see Figure 1). 
Connectedness is enacted within the therapeutic system through the counsellor-client 
relationship that is based on the Rogerian principles of empathy, unconditional positive 
regard and genuineness (Rogers, 1951) which provide a mattering climate for clients in which 
they feel valued and listened to (Schlossberg, Lynch, & Chickering, 1989). Moreover, as 
depicted in Figure 1, career counsellors need to remain connected with their own systems of 
influence, recognise the broader organisational and environmental-societal systems in which 
their work occurs, assist clients to connect with their systems of influence through story 
telling which in turn connects career counsellors with the client’s system of influences. While 
these conceptual understandings and practical considerations were initially proposed in 
relation to career counselling, they are also integral to qualitative career assessment 
instruments derived from the STF and the processes proposed for their use with clients. 
Insert Figure 2 about here 
STF Application to Career Counselling 
McMahon (2003, 2005) identified core practical dimensions of the STF that guide practice, 
specifically reflection, connectedness, meaning making, learning and agency and in 2004, 
McMahon, Patton and Watson described the use of reflection to create career stories based on 
the STF. Subsequently, McMahon (2006) conceptualised career counselling through the 
metaphor “working with storytellers” (p. 16). Building on this metaphor, McMahon and 
Watson (2013) have developed a story telling approach (McMahon, 2006; McMahon & 
Watson, 2010, 2012) that they consider “an emerging approach to narrative career 
counselling” (McMahon & Watson, 2013, p. 278). The story telling approach is a direct 
application of the STF and it incorporates the core STF constructs of connectedness, meaning 
making, agency, reflection and learning. As such the story telling approach encourages 
individuals to engage in a reflective process (reflection) during which they tell their stories in 
relation to the systems of influence within which they live (connectedness), begin to 
understand how identified influences have impacted on their story (meaning making), 
identify themes and patterns evident within and across stories (learning), and, as a result, play 
a more active role in constructing their future identities and career stories (agency). In this 
way a thematic connectedness between past and present experiences and future aspirations is 
facilitated. 
Process is essential to the STF as well as to the story telling approach and it provides 
individuals with an opportunity to reflect on and learn from their story telling. McMahon and 
Watson (2013) state: “As individuals tell their stories, locate them in particular contexts and 
identify various influences, they come to understand their stories in a different way through a 
process of meaning making” (p. 279). Explicit in the preceding quotation is the understanding 
that this process is reflective in that individuals are able to make dynamic, recursive 
connections between their individual, social and environmental-societal systems of influence, 
all within the context of time (past, present and future). Thus, while the STF is inclusive of 
both content and process influences on individuals’ career development, the story telling 
approach provides an opportunity for both the career counsellor and the client to engage with 
these influences in a collaborative and discursive narrative counselling relationship 
(McMahon & Watson, 2008). McMahon and Watson (2012) have provided some guidelines 
for this discursive relationship by suggesting three levels of story crafting questions, 
specifically questions on a) content and experiences, b) connectedness and subjective 
experience, and c) identification of themes and patterns. 
 The story telling approach (McMahon & Watson, 2008; McMahon, Watson, Chetty, 
& Hoelson, 2012 a, b) is reflected in the application of the STF to career assessment, typified 
in the My System of Career Influences (MSCI) qualitative career assessment reflection 
process. Incorporating different forms of career assessment (including the MSCI) within a 
story telling approach to career counselling provides a more holistic career counselling and 
assessment process (McMahon et al. 2012 b).  
STF Applications in Career Assessment 
The STF and its constructs have stimulated the development of a number of qualitative career 
assessment instruments and, indeed, the initial development of a quantitative career measure. 
These instruments and measure are briefly described in the following subsections. First, a 
description is provided of the qualitative career assessment process, the My System of Career 
Influences (MSCI), which represents an operationalisation of the STF.   
My System of Career Influences (MSCI) 
Of the various practical applications and assessments developed to date, the My System of 
Career Influences (MSCI) in its adolescent (McMahon, Patton, & Watson, 2005a, b) and 
adult versions (McMahon, Watson, & Patton, 2013a, b) most closely reflects the visual and 
conceptual framework of the STF (Patton & McMahon, 2014). The MSCI is not only based 
on the STF but its formulation complied with criteria suggested for the development of 
qualitative career assessment processes (McMahon, Patton & Watson, 2003; McMahon, 
Watson, & Patton, 2005). Amongst 10 criteria suggested by the latter authors is that the 
assessment process should be grounded in theory, a criterion which the MSCI meets in its 
direct practical application of the STF.  
The development of both versions of the MSCI involved an extensive process. The 
adolescent booklet and facilitator’s guide was developed over a four year and three stage 
trialling process across two nations (Australia and South Africa). Subsequently, the MSCI 
(Adolescent version) has been translated into languages such as Cantonese, French, German, 
Dutch, and Icelandic. The development of the adult version of the MSCI extended across 
three nations (Australia, England and South Africa) and sampled adults in a variety of large 
public sector, private practice and private organisational settings. The adult version focused 
on both men and women from a wide range of occupational structural levels as well as 
diverse cultural backgrounds. Similar to the adolescent version, the international applicability 
of the MSCI (Adult) has been recognised and, in this early stage of its history, it has already 
been translated into Italian.  
The MSCI provides individuals (in either individual or group settings) with an 
opportunity to reflect on and thus better understand the holistic pattern of influences on their 
career development. Such reflection is guided (in both versions of the MSCI) by a step-by-
step process in a user’s booklet. All pages of the booklet contain introductory information, a 
set of instructions, illustrations that serve as examples, and space for clients to record their 
reflections and further individualise their MSCI (Watson & McMahon, 2013).  In the first 
step of the MSCI process individuals are provided with an opportunity to reflect on their 
current career situation, specifically in terms of their work experience (this would differ for 
adolescents and adults completing the booklet), decisions they have previously made, life 
roles that they are involved in, the support networks available to them, and their future 
aspirations.  
The second step involves individuals reflecting on the influences in their career 
development across the three systems of influence of the STF by thinking about who they are 
(the individual system), thinking about the people around them (the social system), and 
thinking about the broader influences of society and their environment (environmental-
societal system). In addition, completing this section of the MSCI provides individuals with 
the opportunity to consider identified influences in terms of their past, their present, and their 
future (what the STF refers to as the context of time).  
The subsequent steps in completing the booklet provide individuals with the opportunity 
to consider their influences more holistically, first by summarising their earlier reflections ( a 
page titled ‘representing my system of influences’) and then by transferring these reflections 
onto what amounts as their own personalised STF diagram (a page titled ‘my system of 
career influences’). This summative step in considering their system of influences is followed 
by a page (‘reflecting on my system of influences’) which provides individuals with a further 
opportunity to reflect on the insights they have gained from identifying and prioritising their 
system of influences. Importantly, individuals complete the booklet by considering an action 
plan that will assist them further in their career development and the career decisions that 
they must make. 
An increasing body of research has demonstrated the usefulness of the MSCI across a 
diversity of population groups and career-related issues.  The adolescent version of the MSCI 
has proved effective on both more disadvantaged (McMahon, Watson, Foxcroft, & Dullabh, 
2008) as well as middle class (Kuit, 2005) South African adolescents. Research has also 
explored how parental and adolescent perceptions of career influences on adolescent career 
development may differ (Collett, 2011). Further, case studies have demonstrated how the 
MSCI can assist adolescents to become more active in the career counselling process as well 
as to consider their potential career decisions more holistically (McMahon & Watson, 2008). 
At a more systemic level, Watson and McMahon (2006) explored the usefulness of the MSCI 
in relation to challenges facing career education. Finally, there has been initial research using 
the MSCI adult version. For instance, the adult version of the MSCI has been used in case 
study research in higher education (McMahon et al., 2012b; Watson & McMahon, 2009) in 
order to respond to the call for more qualitative career assessment processes in developing 
world contexts. In particular, McMahon et al. (2012b) demonstrated how other forms of 
career assessment could be integrated within the meta-framework of the MSCI process. This 
research demonstrated the usefulness of the MSCI, particularly in terms of assisting clients to 
consider intrapersonal strengths in relation to macro-systemic barriers. 
Career Systems Interview (CSI) 
The Career Systems Interview (CSI; McIlveen, 2003; McIlveen, McGregor-Bayne, Alcock, 
& Hjertum, 2003) is a semi-structured interview process that is theoretically grounded in the 
STF. McIlveen (in press) identifies three dimensions to the CSI that move from identifying 
the reason for the initial consultation through to what he stresses as a “relaxed conversation” 
in which the client is provided with an opportunity to reflect on all the influences identified 
by the STF. This reflective process is a precursor to the client writing an autobiography, 
either in the My Career Chapter qualitative assessment process (discussed in the following 
subsection) or in other forms of career assessment. As part of the process of establishing 
rapport and a context for the CSI, McIlveen (in press) suggests that clients are familiarised 
with the holistic diagram of the STF. 
 Interestingly, in discussing the identified influences of the STF and consistent with 
the cultural considerations discussed by McMahon et al. (2013b), McIlveen (in press) 
proposes that the discussion moves in the reverse order to how the influences are identified in 
the STF. The STF suggests that intraindividual influences are at the core of the STF circles of 
influence and that an individual’s system of influences can be depicted as moving in ever 
increasing circles from that core to include social and then environmental-societal influences. 
McIlveen argues that starting with the reverse process may be more sensitive to establishing 
rapport with a client as the outermost circle of environmental-societal influences starts with 
more neutral and thus less personal influences for the client to reflect on.  Initial research on 
the CSI (McIlveen et al., 2003) on a small group of undergraduate students using a pre-post 
experimental-group design indicates promise for the use of the CSI in career counselling. 
Using a standard method interview (i.e., based on established forms of career assessment) and 
the CSI, McIlveen et al. concluded that the CSI “added an extra dimension to the 
psychological outcomes experienced by clients of career counselling” (p. 40). 
My Career Chapter (MCC) 
McIlveen (in press) states that the completion of the CSI will determine what the next step of 
career counselling or assessment entails. The use of the My Career Chapter (MCC; McIlveen, 
2006), emanating from a sentence completion process (McIlveen, Ford, & Dun, 2005), is 
suggested as a logical follow-on to the CSI approach. The MCC was developed for narrative 
career counselling with the goal of assisting clients to write “an autobiography of their 
career” (McIlveen & Patton, 2007, p. 76). Based on the STF, the MCC provides clients with a 
means to reflect in a semi-structured format of seven steps on the systems of influence 
identified by the STF. The resultant short story is ‘proof read’ (verbally) and edited (written) 
(McIlveen, in press) by the client from differing imagined perspectives or voices, those of: to 
themselves as five years younger, and then as that younger person in a written feedback to the 
older person. Besides reading the autobiography, the client would also identify themes and, 
subsequently, converge on meaning. In this process the client is able to consider “the 
compatibility of internal and external influences upon his or her career, as identified in the 
Systems Theory Framework” (McIlveen & Patton, p. 76). Similar to the MSCI and its parent 
framework, the STF, the MCC also offers a meta-framework in that other forms of career 
assessment can also be used but with the proviso that their results are interpreted within the 
themes identified by the MCC.  
Research on the use of the MCC to date suggests that it is useful in career counselling 
(McIlveen, 2007) and a positive experience (McIlveen et al., 2005) that can be used with 
adolescents (McIlveen, Patton, & Hoare, 2007). In addition, McIlveen and Patton (2010) 
have reported on the usefulness of the MCC as a reflective-practice tool for career 
counsellors’ professional development, concluding that the MCC extends the use of the STF 
in that it can encourage in career counsellors “reflective practice and self-supervision with 
regard to facilitating self-reflexivity” (p. 149).  McIlveen (in press) reports that there is 
further research that aims to develop a shortened version of the MCC.     
Career Development Influences Scale 
The Career Development Influences Scale (Bridgstock, 2007) has only been reported in the 
literature to date in terms of its initial development and validation.  It is based on the 
identified influences of the STF. Through a process of exploratory and confirmatory factor 
analysis an initial six-factor structure based on 20 of the 28 STF influences produced an 
eventual stable five factor structure consisting of 19 items across two population groups. 
Three of the final identified factors related to the STF’s individual system (interests and 
beliefs, skills and abilities, and physical characteristics), and one factor each to the STF’s 
social (interpersonal influences) and environmental-societal (environmental-societal 
influences) systems. Bridgstock (2007) argues for the potential utility of this brief scale in 
that it could provide a contextual perspective when combined with other quantitative 
measures of career development. This more holistic psychometric assessment may suggest 
the need for further exploration using qualitative career assessment.  
Applications of the STF: A Synthesis and Future Directions 
As reflected in the career counselling and career assessment described earlier, the utility of 
the STF in its application to practice establishes it as a useful theoretical foundation for 
practice. Krumboltz (1994) claimed that a “useful theory” (p. 27) enables us to answer 
practical questions related to accuracy, responsibility, comprehensiveness, integration, and 
adaptability. Accuracy concerns the accurate description of occupational behaviour; 
responsibility enables individuals to take personal responsibility for their lives; 
comprehensiveness relates to the holistic nature of career development and the need to 
contextually locate the concerns of individuals; integration refers to the relationship to other 
theories; and adaptability relates to the potential of the theory to evolve as times change and 
new concepts emerge. The STF fulfills all of Krumboltz’s criteria for a “useful theory”. As a 
metatheory, the STF turns to other career theories and disciplines to provide detailed accounts 
of particular phenomena, described as influences in the STF. For instance, sociology offers 
useful accounts of environmental-societal influences such as geographic location and 
socioeconomic status. The individual in context perspective of the STF and its practical 
applications in diverse settings with diverse client groups attest to a strength of the STF, 
specifically its context resonance (McMahon, Watson, & Patton, 2013b), an issue which is 
central to the future of career theory and its application in the 21st century. 
 
The usefulness of the STF is attested to by its practical applications, a striking feature 
of which is their originality, their theoretical foundation, the rigorous processes followed in 
their development, and the beginning of an evidence base. In 2006, Reid observed that 
although narrative approaches to career counselling are becoming more popular, there was 
little to guide such practice. Indeed, she said the ‘but how do we do it’ question was yet to be 
answered. In 2008, McMahon questioned whether qualitative career assessment would have a 
higher profile in the 21st century. The contribution of the STF and its practical application has 
responded to these two significant challenges for the career field. As the body of research 
related to the STF and its practical applications is further developed and their utility in 
diverse settings is realised, it is likely that the influence of the STF will continue to expand in 
the future. 
Conclusion 
Osipow (1983), one of the earliest theorists to recognise the potential of considering career 
development through systems theory, predicted that  
elements of the social, personal, and economic situation within which individuals 
operate may be more explicitly analysed, and the relationships of the larger systems to 
one another may be more clearly understood than in traditional approaches to 
behavior, which may tend to emphasize only one major segment of the individual or 
the environment (p. 178).  
It is evident that Osipow’s prediction has indeed been realised through the Systems Theory 
Framework of career development and its practical applications.  
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Figure 2. The therapeutic system 
 
